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I. Introduction
The first psychology course I took as an undergraduate student was an option. But I immediately fell in love with the subject, partly because it is inherently fascinating, but also because my psychology instructors engaged me with their teaching. I was inspired to change my major to psychology, in an attempt to learn as much about the field as I could--something that I am still trying to do today. As an instructor, I am motivated by my love of learning about psychology and my enthusiasm for teaching psychology. I believe this is my greatest strength as an instructor. I hope to inspire students to learn more about psychology the way my instructors inspired me.
II. Pedagogy
Many of the classes I teach are large (over 300 students). This presents a challenge in my attempt to do the best possible job in teaching, engaging, and inspiring students. Therefore, I have considered my pedagogical approach very carefully.
I have taught 10 different courses, and over 150 classes since my first teaching assignment in 1994. My current courses range from introductory psychology to an advanced undergraduate course in human factors and ergonomics. The demands for these courses are very different. Teaching a survey course like introductory psychology is challenging because it requires showing students the diversity of psychology, which must be balanced with a deeper exploration of selected issues. In contrast, an advanced undergraduate course requires presentation of evidence that can be conflicting or even contradictory, with no easy way to resolve the discrepancies. This can be difficult for students who just want to know what "the answer" is for the exam.
In general, my pedagogical goals are twofold. I am committed to: 1) helping students learn about psychology in an engaging way to build on their motivation for increasing their knowledge, and 2) applying active learning to foster the development of analytical and critical thinking skills that can be applied to psychology, science, or life in general so that students can become more sophisticated consumers of information.
I apply varied and diverse means to achieve these goals. I attempt to communicate my knowledge and experience effectively. Although I consider lectures to be the primary means of delivering information, I also view the classroom situation as an opportunity to show students important psychological principles, via demonstrations and interactive exercises. Communication between instructor and student is necessary to facilitate learning; I strive to maintain an open dialog with my students by encouraging questions, even if they are only tangentially related to the course material. I like to employ technology--not for its own sake, but as a tool to enhance learning and take it beyond the lecture paradigm. Finally, it is crucial to assess how well students have learned the content and principles in any course; I strive to take a multifaceted approach to evaluation. An important aspect of assessment is that it provides students with formative feedback on their learning, which I can use to help them adjust accordingly.
A. Teaching
As a psychological scientist, I believe that I am in a unique position not only to deliver information about psychology, but also to apply that information to teaching. I incorporate the principles of psychology, and the results of psychological research on human learning and cognition, not only in the content of the lectures, but also in the style and presentation of that information. Although I do not believe in innovation for its own sake, I do treat each of my classes as an experience from which I, too, can learn something: I endeavour to find ways to teach more effectively, to explain concepts more clearly, and to encourage and facilitate the acquisition of lifelong learning skills.
In lectures, it can be challenging to find the appropriate pace: Too fast, and some students will spend their time writing instead of listening; too slow and some students will get bored. To try and resolve this dilemma, I have developed a modification of the Cloze procedure, a means of readability assessment (Taylor, 1953) . My lecture notes are available online--but there's a catch: Important words have been replaced with blanks. I have found that this method not only encourages students to come to class, but also allows them to spend more time listening and participating, instead of writing. I also encourage students to make annotations in their lecture notes. (Students have surprised me by developing innovative uses for my fill-in-the-blank notes, like printing them out and trying to fill in the blanks as a review exercise.)
At the beginning of each lecture topic, I present the learning objectives, which provide structure for the lecture to follow. Psychological research has shown that giving an outline of to-be-presented information facilitates learning. Also, the objectives are stated in the form of questions, so that they may be used by students as a selfassessment of their understanding of the material.
At the end of a lecture topic, I often provide students with suggestions for further reading. I select readings that I think are appropriate, given the level of the class I am teaching. Some are accessible, non-technical popular psychology books or magazine articles that address issues that may not be directly relevant to the course itself but are interesting; others cover particular topics in greater depth. For example, a suggested resource at the end of a lecture on abnormal psychology and dissociative identity disorder includes the 1957 book (and movie) The Three Faces of Eve, whereas poet Diane Ackerman's 1991 book A Natural History of the Senses is recommended reading after a lecture on sensation and perception.
In my lectures, I strive to maintain a balance between gist and verbatim information. I do not believe there is much to be gained by extreme oversimplification and generalizations, but some theories are complex and difficult to understand unless some parts are pared away to reveal the core of the concept. Indeed, cognitive psychologists have found that novices typically fixate on inappropriate facets of a problem, unless they are guided to more appropriate aspects. In this way, I view myself not just as a presenter of information, but also as a facilitator of knowledge acquisition. On the other hand, definitions necessarily require a particular wording, and must be specified precisely; oversimplifying them could change their meaning entirely.
In formulating the content of my lectures, I begin with the textbook, taking it as a representation of the curriculum. However, I do not limit myself to the content of the textbook, but rather view it as a springboard that allows me to take the lectures in different directions. One direction is to take complex, difficult-tounderstand subject matter and explain it in greater depth and detail, providing students with multiple viewpoints, and myriad examples to facilitate understanding. For example, in explaining pitch perception, I outline the place and frequency theories, and also reconcile them with von Békésy's traveling wave theory and the volley principle. Other times, I add topics to the lectures that I know are of interest to students, but are not covered in the textbook. When I lecture on sensation and perception, I also describe the effects of subliminal stimuli and discuss the issue of extra-sensory perception. In this way, I not only cover the core content of the course and clarify difficult concepts, but I also complement the basics with interesting supplementary material.
The content of my lectures is designed to further students' critical thinking about science in general and psychology in particular. I believe that asking good questions is at the heart of critical thinking--and is the basis for good science--thus I like to demonstrate that in class by posing simple questions that end up having quite complex answers. For example, when I ask a class for three primary colours, I usually get four responses: Red, green, blue, and yellow! These answers show that the students' definition of "primary colour" has to be refined.
I also like to illustrate the critical thinking that was applied by psychologists in trying to solve these apparently simple questions. Thus, I am able to show my students that good questions can lead to good answers. For example, a good question might be, "What is a primary colour?" Ewald Hering did not believe that colours could be broken down into three primaries, but instead thought they came in two pairs: Red and green, and blue and yellow. Demonstrating colour afterimages in class provides students with convincing evidence in favour of Hering's idea. I believe that showing students this path of discovery is more important than simply giving them "the answer" and having them memorize it. Active learning is facilitated if one is able to see the process whereby a theory is created, developed, and refined via empirical evidence.
Vivid examples also help to illustrate a theory, and can also reveal the cultural, social, and historical context that influenced the development of the theory; they bring the material to life, and engage the students' attention. It helps to understand psychodynamic theory to know that Sigmund Freud lived in the sexually repressive Victorian era, and that his idea of "mental forces" was inspired by the water pressure in the fountains of Vienna.
Or that Max Wertheimer essentially invented Gestalt psychology while looking out the window of a train en route to a holiday on the Rhine, and was struck by how a succession of images could be perceived as motion.
Whatever course I teach, I attempt to illustrate the "big picture," how individual elements may be synthesized into an whole, or how to look for regular patterns that reappear over and over. For example, in my second-year perception course, I show students the interplay between bottom-up and top-down accounts of perceptual experience--a debate that appears in the literature for each sense modality. And the content of my human factors and ergonomics course is itself organized to reflect the multiple levels of the systems approach, the guiding framework in that field.
B. Active Learning
I like to engage students by directly involving them in the material, and providing interactive tasks. There is no more salient evidence than experiencing something with your own eyes. Thus, I use numerous demonstrations and interactive tasks to further illustrate psychological principles. For example, I present a number of small psychological tests and inventories in class, including tests of self-actualization, locus of control, intelligence, attitudes, and Type A and Big Five personality scales. In perception courses, I present demonstrations of visual and auditory phenomena. In my cognitive psychology course, I have assigned students CogLabs: small, online experiments that allow students to collect data by replicating the experiments they read about in their textbook.
Recently, I developed a new course on behaviour modification, the application of the principles and procedures of learning theory to improve the lives of individuals who are experiencing problem behaviours. As part of this 200-level course, students complete what is perhaps the ultimate in active learning: A self-management project. In this assignment, each student chooses one behaviour that they wish to change--either increasing a desirable behaviour or decreasing an undesirable one. They then apply what they have learned in the course to change this behaviour. Not only does this project give students direct hands-on experience that brings the knowledge they have learned to life, but there is also the potential that applying these procedures will improve their lives.
C. Communication
I believe that an important component of effective instruction is making oneself available to students, answering questions relating to course content, providing in-depth feedback on performance, and assisting students in overcoming problems. Although I prefer face-to-face meetings, I check for student emails frequently, typically replying to messages by the end of the day. And I write an ongoing blog about psychology, teaching, and learning, called Why Aren't You Studying?
I also strive to encourage communication in the classroom, giving all students the opportunity to engage in interaction. For example, I like to use "question cards." I hand out blank cards to a class, and ask them to write down any questions they have about course content. If some students have no questions pertaining to course content, they can ask anything related to psychology; the results are usually amusing (e.g., "Why does orange juice taste so bad after you brush your teeth!?" "Why do some people sneeze in bright sunlight?"). Part of the next class is devoted to responding to these question cards, alternating between the serious and fun questions. I have found that the question card technique serves to break down the "intimidation factor" that some students may feel when approaching an instructor, and also allows even the extremely introverted to actively participate.
D. Technology
I view technology as a means to facilitate learning. In the classroom, I may show a video so that students can hear theories described in the words of their creators, and see how the theories are tested empirically--things that otherwise would be impossible. Describing how B.F. Skinner could condition a pigeon to turn around in a circle is quite different from watching him actually do it. Showing a video clip from the TV show The Big Bang Theory can memorably illustrate the wrong way to use the term "negative reinforcement." On the other hand, some principles can be best illustrated via animation, either as an in-class demonstration, or as a self-paced interactive supplement to the lectures in a computer lab. Using these technologies helps to vary the learning experience and retain students' attention.
One use of technology is in the development of course websites. Since 1997, I have hand-coded websites for every class I have taught, as a supplement to enhance the learning experience of my students. Using a website also allows me to update content, and provide information to students who are absent from a class. My websites appear to be quite popular: Since I began tracking in 1998, my course websites have received an aggregate of over 800,000 hits.
Using the web truly allows me to become a learning facilitator, guiding students to further relevant information. Links to recommended websites are not simply pointers to more collections of links or direct links to scientific journal articles; rather, I present a select list of websites that elaborate on concepts introduced in class, discuss matters that may be only tangentially related to course content, or show applications of particular principles. For example, to illustrate the application of operant conditioning principles in a fun way, I have a link to a website called "How to toilet train your cat." The information available on the Internet also shows students that they must apply critical thinking skills, lest they be fooled, tricked, or scammed (by websites making unsubstantiated claims about the paranormal, for example).
I am very demanding of the technology I employ, and am constantly searching for ways to improve the tools I use to support my pedagogical goals. I needle publishing company representatives about the poor usability of their exam preparation software. If a need exists, I am comfortable writing custom software ranging from spreadsheet templates for class records to Perl scripts for delivering grades over the Internet.
Although textbooks seem "low-tech" in comparison to computer-based resources, they are still the primary resource for students. I have been skeptical about the use of ebook textbooks, knowing that the research shows reading from a screen is done differently from reading the same thing printed on paper. So, with financial help from a publisher, I carried out a research study in one of my second-year courses. Half of the students were chosen at random to receive an online ebook version of the textbook; their grades were compared to those of the rest of the class who used the traditional paper version of the textbook. I was gratified to see that there was no difference between the groups. Thus, I feel confident in offering students a choice between ebooks and printed textbooks, knowing there will not be any negative impact on their grades.
I have come to realize that in teaching large classes, the interactivity of lectures can be limited, and students may simply feel like they are part of a mass. To restore interactivity--while simultaneously giving students feedback on their in-class learning--I use student response systems (or "clickers"). I am interested in further exploring the potential of clickers to enhance learning via the testing effect. In answering clicker questions, students gain retrieval practice, which has been shown to enhance learning and retention (Roediger & Karpicke, 2006 ).
E. Assessment
I have a professional responsibility to teach in such a way that all students, regardless of their background or predispositions, have an equal opportunity to learn and to demonstrate their learning. Also, I am committed to providing students with constructive and timely feedback. Most importantly, my goal is not to force students to simply regurgitate memorized material, but instead to challenge them to creatively synthesize and integrate what they have learned.
I use a multifaceted approach to assessment that meets the criteria of validity, fairness, and appropriateness.. In large classes, I typically employ a variety of multiple choice questions so that each exam has a combination of definition, application, and conceptual questions. In more advanced courses with a smaller class size, I employ exams with short-answer and essay questions. The short answer questions are comprised of terms that require the student to provide a definition, example or application, and an understanding of how the term is uniquely important. And essay questions allow for an exploration of issues in the greatest depth.
Another component of my assessment is weekly quizzing. These 10-minute short-answer quizzes are written at the beginning of class and are drawn from material in the textbook; typically, the quiz question is based on key terms in the relevant chapter. My rationale for quizzes is threefold. First, drawing the question from the textbook obliges students to keep up to date with the readings. Second, requiring students to provide written responses exercises their ability to express themselves clearly and succinctly. Third, the quizzes provide regular feedback on how well students have learned the material.
I have been successful in using online or computer-based labs in my large second-year courses. Instead of merely reading about another psychological finding, students themselves are both subject and experimenter. On their own time, they collect data on their own experiences in areas of cognition or perception. This brings static concepts to life, allowing students to actively experience important principles of psychology. Even though these labs mean extra work for students, their feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. 
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